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TRANSPORTATION IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORIES 
= A en a 
Transportation is the most difficult and urgent problem in the 

economic development of the Northwest Territories, It is, in part, a 
problem of distance, the long distance between the mining centres and 
other settlements on the one hand and their markets and sources of 
Supply on the other. Edmonton - the "jumping off" place for the 
Mackenzie District - is some 2,000 miles by rail from the markets and 
manufacturing centres of eastern Canada and the eastern United States.- 
Yellowknife, by rail and water, is another 886 mid We from Eaeanken: 
Port Radium is 1,660 miles from Edmonton, and Aklavik 1,898 miles. 
Distance in transportation means increased cost. However, another and 
most Significant aspect of the transportation problem derives directly 
ee the inherent nature of the Northwest Territories as a pioneer region. 
The long distance between settlements and the sparse population make © 
traffic density generally low, and this in turn makes any form of 
transportation expensive. 

The high transportation costs affect enterprises in the 
Territories in several ways. They are reflected directly in the expense 
of bringing in equipment and operating supplies and of shipping out 
concentrates and other products. They also affect costs of living and make 
it necessary to pay more for labour in one form or another, whether by 
higher wages or by subsidized board and lodging, free transportation or other 
benefits. In addition, the short navigation season requires the keeping of 
high eek es. a costly process. The slowness and infrequency: of river 
transport may cause loss of production time through delays in peLting 
necessary Sat parts or equipment. All these costs taken together represent 
a formidable total. As a result, any program designed to stimulate the 
economic development of the Territories must begin with a determined attack 
on the problem of transportation. 
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me nes 
transportation in a pioneer country is by water. In the Northwest 
Territories this has meant principally the Mackenzie River system. The 
difficulty here is that the river system is closed to navigation for 
eight or nine months out of the twelve. Such a limitation on its utility 
goes far to offset its cheapness. The nearest railheads serving the 
water routes of the Mackenzie District are at “laterways and Grimshaw in 
Alberta. They are served by the Northern Alberta Railways which is 


jointly owned by the Canadian National Railways and the Canadian Pacific 


Railway. From Waterways there is a service by tug and barge down the 
Athabasca and Slave Rivers to Great Slave Lake, and across the lake to 
Yellowknife or down the Muckenzie River to Tuktoyaktuk on the Arctic Ocean. 
This river route is interrupted by a series of rapids on the Slave River 
covering a 24-mile stretch between Fort Fitzgerald, Alberta and Bell Rock, 
N.W.T., around which all goods must be carried by truck - a process which, 
in itself, adds a great deal to the transportation cost, 

Another obstacle is the very shallow water, particularly during 
the latter part of the summer, where the Athabasca River runs into Lake 
Athabasca, The problems involved in navigating this stretch are intensified 
by the fact that the channel shifts frequently and therefore cannot be 
charted. During low water years, which occur often, this stretch of water 
can seriously interfere witn freight deliveries. It may prevent the movement 
into the Northwest Territories of some of the freight received at Waterways 
in what would normally be plenty of time before the closing of navigation, 

The navigation season from Waterways is short. The first tug 
and barge normally leave Waterways for Yellowknife in mid-May while the 
Northern Transportation Company usually accepts goodSfor Hay River and 
points north until mid-August and for Yellowknife until mid-September. In 
1958 some 240,000 tons moved over the waterway. 

From the railhead at Grimshaw the second transportation route 
begins. From here the 384-mile Mackenzie Highway was built in 1949, to 
the settlement of Hay River on Great Bre Tae. Its extension to Yellowknife 
has proceeded as far as Providence, The federal government maintains the 


highway in the Northwest Territories and the Alberta government maintains it 
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in the province. 

From Hay River there is a tug and barge service across the 
lake to Yellowknife and down the Mackenzie as far as Tuktoyaktuk. 
Because of the higher cost of shipping goods by truck on the Mackenzie 
Highway, however, relatively little freight moves to or from Yellowknife 
or to or from Mackenzie River posts by this route. There is some movement 
of cars to and from Yellowknife and some fresh fruits, vegetables and meat 
go in. Also, since navigation closes somewhat later from Hay River than 
from Waterways, there may be a movement of late freight during the latter 
part of September and early October. The main southbound traffic on the 
Mackenzie Highway consists of fish from Great Slave Lake. An important 
northbound movement over the highway is the flow of supplies for distant 
DEW-line stations. They are shipped down the river to Tuktoyaktuk and 
hence by ship to the various Arctic ports. 

Work has already been started by the Department of 
Northern Affairs and National Resources on major road construction 
projects in both the Yukon and Northwest Territories involving more than 
1,200 miles of roads and six major bridges at an estimated cost of over 
$31 million. 

In the Northwest Territories construction work on the 
extension of the Mackenzie Highway 300 miles around the west end of Great / 
Slave Lake to Yellowknife will be completed in 1960. In addition, 
bridges will be built over the Kakisa River and the northwest arm of 
Great Slave Lake, and either a bridge or a ferry will be provided to 
cross the Mackenzie River. 

Other road developments in the Northwest Territories will 
provide for the hard-surfacing of the Fitzgerald-Bell Rock Portage Road 
mentioned above. A new 78-mile road will be constructed from Peace Point 
to the west boundary of Wood Buffalo National Park. This will assist in 
developing the timber resources of the area and, when the Province of 
Alberta constructs a road from North Vermillion, will provide the first 
year-round overland communication between Fort Smith and outside points. 
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At present the federal government and Canadian National and Canadian 
Pacific railways are studying the possibility of constructing a railroad 
to Great Slave Lake to give access to the very large bodies of mineral ore 
known to exist just north of the Alberta boundary. Such a railway should 
have profound effects on the economic development of the Northwest Territories. 
It is expected to provide cheaper transportation to existing mining and other 
operations and stimulate exploration in new regions. It may result in the 
lead-zine deposit at Pine Point coming into production, which, even during 
its early stages, would increase our gross national product by $25,000,000. 

Much has been done by air transportation to open up and service 

the Northwest Territories. Scheduled air flights now operate from Edmonton 
to Fort Smith, Fort Resolution, Hay River, Yellowknife, Fort Providence, 
Fort Simpson, Fort Norman, Norman Wells, Aklavik and Inuvik and from 
Yellowknife to Hay River, Port Radium and Coppermine. Chartered aircraft 
companies operate out of Fort Smith, Yellowknife, Hay River and Aklavik 
while the eastern Arctic is served from bases in the provinces, With the 
exception of movements by bus and automobile over the Mackenzie Highway to 
Hay River all passenger traffic in the Northwest Territories goes by air. 
A good deal of express and freight moves in the same way. There are now 
nearly 120 airports, landing strips and water ports in that part of Canada 
lying north of the 60th parallel. 

Perhaps, however, the greatest contribution of the aircraft to 
northern development has been the opening up of remote areas to prospectors. 
The presence of innumerable lakes in the Canadian Shield makes it 
possible for aircraft with floats in summer and skis in winter to take 
parties into almost any part of this region and to bring them the supplies 
and light equipment they need, The only limitation on this kind of flying 
is for one to two months during the freeze-up and during the break-up, when 
landing on water is impossible, 

In the Pistia of Keewatin no surface transportation routes 
exist, and all freight movements must be by coastal vessel or aircraft. 
Coastal vessels also serve the islands in the archipelago. The ships of 


the Hudson's Bay Company operate a common carrier service, while the 
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federal Department of Transport each year organizes a gigantic Arctic 
Supply operation with its own and chartered ships assisted by ice breakers, 
In 1958 the D.O.T. icebreakers "N.B. McLean", "Labrador", "Ernest Lapointe" 
and "Montcalm", the supply vessels "C.D. Howe" and "Cornwallis", 8 special 
D.O.T. cargo-carrying landing craft, 4 chartered tankers, 8 chartered dry 
cargo vessels and 120 smaller craft such as barges, tugs and work boats 
took part in carrying some 75,000 tons of supplies to weather stations, 
mid-Canada and DEW-line installations and orther northern outposts. 

In spite of all these signs of progress one of the most popular 
and practical means of private winter transportation in the Northwest 
Territories is still the dog sled, and Eskimos, the R.C.M.P., administrators, 
missionaries, trappers, prospectors and scientists will probably cling to 
this romantic vehicle of the north for many decades to come. 
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